Introduction
Various second language (L2) proficiency measures are used in second language acquisition (SLA) research, ranging from self-report ratings (see Gertken et al., this volume) to standardized tests (see reviews by Thomas, 1994 Thomas, , 2006 Tremblay, 2011;  and also discussion by Hulstijn, 2011 Hulstijn, , 2012 . Researchers' purposes for measuring L2 proficiency are diverse, and often proficiency itself is just a secondary variable in SLA research programs that investigate some other central variable construct (e.g., development of grammatical subsystems, effects of interactional feedback, learners' vocabulary size). In this chapter we describe the development of an elicited imitation (EI) test used to measure French L2 oral proficiency. This test is the newest addition in a series of EIs that are already available in five different L2s: Chinese, English, German, Japanese, and Spanish (Ortega et al., 1999; Zhou & Wu, 2009) . We argue that EI offers a useful tool for systemic yet practical assessment of L2 proficiency for a variety of SLA research purposes. Among the benefits of this particular
In French SLA studies, in particular, the problem is noteworthy. Tremblay (2011) reported that out of her total corpus of 144 SLA studies, 25 focused on L2 French but only 2 of those included an independent measure of learners' proficiency (they used oral interview and accent ratings, respectively). Other studies of L2 French appearing in different journals and a few recent doctoral dissertations have made use of additional independent proficiency measures, such as (1) accuracy on a written personal narrative (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig & Bergström, 1996) , (2) the C-test or cloze test (e.g., Daller et al., 2003; McManus, 2011; Tremblay, 2011) , (3) a grammaticality judgement with correction (Ayoun, 2004) , and (4) Xlex (a measure of vocabulary size, e.g., Rogers, 2009 ). Many of these proficiency estimates are literacy-dependent (e.g., C-test, cloze). In and of itself this is not necessarily a weakness, depending on the purposes of the research and provided that the populations investigated are literate. However, the heavy literacy requirement of these proficiency assessment tools means that they allow for the intervention of explicitly learned (declarative) knowledge more than non-literacy dependent (i.e., oral) assessments would, as the latter more often tap into implicit acquired knowledge (Ellis, 2005) . In terms of Hulstijn's (2011 Hulstijn's ( , 2012 distinction, in other words, literacy-dependent assessment tools may be inadvertently measuring forms of HLC while providing questionable evidence of learners' capacities for BLC in the L2, precisely the dimension that Hulstijn considers most relevant for the study of SLA issues. One type of assessment that is not literacy-dependent, and is arguably a measure of BLC that taps more implicit language competencies, is elicited imitation.
Elicited Imitation in SLA Research
EI is a technique that requires participants to listen to a stimulus and then repeat it as exactly as possible. Most of the time the repetition is done orally but examples of written imitation also exist (see Vinther, 2002, for discussion) . EI has a long tradition of use in the fields of first language acquisition (e.g., Lust et al., 1996; Slobin & Welch, 1968 [1973 ) and Elicited imitation as a measure of oral proficiency in L2 French (2014) Kevin McManus (kmcmanus@psu.edu) bilingualism (Radloff, 1991) , and it has also been used in SLA at least since the 1980s (e.g., Hameyer, 1980; Savignon, 1982) . Typically, numerous stimuli are included, ranging in number of syllables and featuring a variety of grammatical structures. The theoretical rationale behind EI as a measure of language capacity is that learners can only accurately imitate sentences they have comprehended and parsed through their developing grammars (Bley-Vroman & Chaudron, 1994) .
The use of EI is not without controversy. One main argument against EI relates to the issue of 'parroting,' that is, whether the participant has in fact comprehended the stimulus or has just imitated a string of sounds (Vinther, 2002) . Consideration of the role of working memory is important in this debate. If the stimulus is short enough, it could be stored in working memory and repeated without actual comprehension. In contrast, a stimulus that is long enough to exceed working memory capacity would be only accurately repeated if the learner has grammatically parsed and decoded the message and formed a mental representation of it. What length exceeds an individual's working memory capacity, of course, is contingent on the proficiency level of the given language user. Attention to the length of the stimuli, therefore, is one way that researchers have tried to get around this issue, and the EI stimuli typically range in length (measured in syllables, words, or characters) and are presented for repetition in order of increasing length, so as to offer appropriate levels of difficulty across a wide range of proficiencies. Indeed, sentence length has proven to be a strong predictor of item difficulty in EI performance. Graham et al. (2010) reported that sentence length accounted for 73% of the variance in item difficulty in their EI test, compared to lexical frequency, which explained only 8%. Similar results were also found in Hendrickson et al. (2010) and Ortega et al. (2002) .
Within SLA, a recent burgeoning of interest in using EI is related to the need to measure implicit language knowledge (Erlam, 2006; Verhagen, 2011) , although the Elicited imitation as a measure of oral proficiency in L2 French (2014) Kevin McManus (kmcmanus@psu.edu) measurement of oral proficiency through EI tests has also been of interest since earlier years (Naiman, 1974) . Recently, a group of researchers at Brigham Young University has investigated the potential of EI as an adaptive language proficiency test (Christenson et al., 2010; Hendrickson et al., 2010) and one that could allow for automatic scoring (Cook et al., 2011; Graham et al., 2008) . The particular line of EI research that fuelled the present study has focused on the use of EI in crosslinguistic studies. It began when Ortega et al. (1999) developed parallel forms of the same EI test in four languages -English, German, Japanese, and Spanish -in order to investigate the relationship between syntactic complexity measures and L2 proficiency across these four foreign languages. They compared EI scores to Simulated Oral Proficiency Interview ratings, TOEFL scores, and self-assessments and found that the EI data yielded high reliability, good discrimination, and concurrent validity when used with the four university-level samples of foreign language learners in that initial study. The Spanish EI test was then employed in dissertation studies by Ortega (2000) and by Bowden (2007) with similar success. Most recently, a parallel L2 Chinese EI test was created and pilot-tested by Zhou and Wu (2009) . It was also found to exhibit good reliability and validity when subsequently used with two different large samples of foreign and heritage language learners in their respective doctoral dissertations (Wu, 2011; Zhou, 2011) . adjective agreement, the focus of a recast treatment. This EI also differed in that after hearing each statement, learners had to give their opinion about the statement before beginning the repetition (see also Erlam, 2006) . Differences in French language competence among L1
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French and L1 English children from two different age groups (grades 3 and 5) was the focus of an early study by Markman et al. (1975) , who administered a 44-item EI test including both grammatical and ungrammatical sentences. Their results showed clear differences for both the L1 and the age grouping variables, with the French group performing significantly better than the English group and the grade-5 group outperforming the grade-3 group.
The three studies just reviewed are suggestive of the potential of an EI to measure L2
French proficiency, be it to gauge longitudinal proficiency gains resulting from a particular curricular or instructional intervention (Burger & Chrétien, 2001; Erlam & Loewen, 2010) or to ascertain global grammatical competence differences resulting from home language background or age (Markman et al., 1975 Ortega et al. (1999 Ortega et al. ( , 2002 , we thought it worthwhile to continue in that tradition and adapt that instrument for L2 French. One of the main benefits of adding a comparable French version is that it will allow for crosslinguistic SLA comparisons and accumulation of interpretable findings across L2s.
Consequently, the first two authors set out to develop the parallel EI test for L2 French
Elicited imitation as a measure of oral proficiency in L2 French (2014) Kevin McManus (kmcmanus@psu.edu) with the purpose of employing it as a measure of L2 proficiency in the context of a larger funded investigation into the linguistic benefits of study abroad for UK university students of L2 French (see McManus et al., this volume, for a second study that resulted from this same project). In order to determine whether the French EI test was a reasonable, useful measure of proficiency, the following main research question was posed in the present study:
(1) Will learners' scores on the French EI exhibit any meaningful relationship to other indices of language proficiency collected for the larger study, namely: (a) the lexical diversity they demonstrate in productive oral and written tasks, (b) their vocabulary knowledge as measured by a vocabulary test, (c) their speech rate on an oral retell of a picture-based narrative, and (d) university end-of-year marks?
Methodology Participants
The participants were 29 French-degree students who were all recruited from the same same English university were also recruited to take the EI as an L1 baseline.
The EI Test and Other Instruments
The elicited imitation instrument included 30 test sentences ranging from 7 EI test takes 9 minutes, 15 seconds to complete, and this administration time includes two minutes of instructions and practice sentences given in English (also following those used in Bowden, 2007) . 2 Given the short overall administration time, it is unlikely that fatigue played any factor in examinee performance on early or late appearing items.
In addition to the EI, as part of the larger study design, participants completed a range of language assessments on the same day. These included a general oral interview, an oral retelling of a picture-based narrative, a written argumentative essay, and a vocabulary recognition task. The oral interview was conducted in French and focused on questions relating to learners' reasons for studying languages and expectations for their upcoming year
Elicited imitation as a measure of oral proficiency in L2 French (2014) Kevin McManus (kmcmanus@psu.edu) abroad in France. The oral retelling was based on a picture story about a young girl and her cat (Langley, 2000; see McManus, 2011) . Learners were given time to preview all the pictures before starting their retell in French. The written argumentative essay was computerbased and timed; learners were given a prompt on gay rights and had three minutes to plan their response before being given 15 minutes to write approximately 200 words. Vocabulary recognition was measured via the Swansea Levels "X-Lex" test (Meara & Milton, 2003) .
3 This is a yes/no test where learners see a word and have to decide whether they recognize it as a real French word or not. They see 120 words total; 100 are real words and 20 false words, and the real words come from different frequency bands.
Procedure
All participants signed an informed consent document before the start of data collection. The order in which the data collection tasks (e.g., EI test, narrative, etc.) were administrated was randomised for each participant. The total time to complete all assessments took approximately 1 hour. Learners were welcome to take breaks between tasks although no breaks were requested. During data collection a member of the research team was seated with each participant the whole time. The EI audio was presented via a laptop and learners' responses were digitally recorded. Participants were instructed not to pause the audio at any time, and the researcher ensured these procedures were followed.
Analysis of EI and Other Data
Learners' repetitions on the EI were scored based on a five-point scoring rubric (0-4) developed by Ortega et al. (1999) and used also in all previous studies that have employed the EI parallel versions in the five L2s. The maximum score possible for the test is 120 (30 x 4).
The scoring rubric is presented in Table 1 with illustrations taken from the present data, and a complete version is provided in Appendix B.
Two raters (the second author and a native French speaker) coded half the EI data Elicited imitation as a measure of oral proficiency in L2 French (2014) Kevin McManus (kmcmanus@psu.edu) together and disagreements were discussed until both coders agreed on the score. They then proceeded to code the other half of the data independently. The inter-rater reliability for this part was 94% exact agreement, and the disagreements were solved once again through discussion. Following this procedure, each individual test took between 10-15 minutes to score.
The oral interview data were transcribed according to CHAT conventions (CHILDES, MacWhinney, 2000) and the written argumentative essay data were converted into CHAT as well. Both sets of data were analysed for lexical diversity using D (an index developed by Malvern & Richards, 2000 , that accounts for text length while estimating lexical diversity for an individual), as calculated via the CLAN program (MacWhinney, 2000) . The X-lex program (Meara & Milton, 2003) automatically computes a learner's final score at the end of the test. Two scores are given by the program: the raw score and the adjusted score. The adjusted score will be lower if any false words were erroneously identified as words by the testee; this was the score used in the current study. The picture-based narrative was used to estimate learners' rate of speech, operationalized as the number of pruned syllables produced per minute (see Lennon, 1990) . Using pruned syllables means that any repetitions, false starts, or L1 use were removed prior to analysis. 
Results
In light of the overall aim, which was to test the reliability as well as the validity of this new French EI test following Ortega et al. (1999) , we first address the main research question via a Pearson product-moment correlation analysis that examines the relationship among learners' scores on the EI, D values for the oral interview and writing, X-lex score, rate of speech, and university end-of-year marks. We would expect strong and positive correlations among some of these variables -namely the speaking-related measures -if the EI test yields scores that can be used as a shortcut for the measurement of the participants' French L2 speaking proficiency in the larger study. Similarly, we would expect lower Elicited imitation as a measure of oral proficiency in L2 French (2014) Kevin McManus (kmcmanus@psu.edu) relationships with the non-speaking measures (i.e., if the construct being measured is primarily speaking proficiency). We then augment the main findings by inspecting the likely sources of difficulty that can account for the EI repetition patterns observed in the data.
Finally, we report on the internal consistency of the EI test scores we obtained with this sample and compare it to the reliabilities reported for the parallel EI tests developed for L2s besides French.
Relationship between EI scores and Other Variables
The distribution of scores from the 29 French as a foreign language university students is displayed in Figure 1 To test whether there was a relationship between the EI scores and other external criterion measures, a Pearson product-moment correlation was conducted using the EI scores and five additional variables: university end-of-year marks, the X-Lex adjusted score, D as measured on both the oral interview and the written argumentative essay, and speech rate on the picture-based narrative. As shown in Table 2 , statistically significant and relatively large positive correlations were found between the EI scores and end-of-year marks (r = .78), the EI scores and D in the oral interview data (r = .62), and the EI scores and speech rate on the oral picture-based narrative (r = .67). Note. EI = Elicited imitation scores; X-lex = adjusted scores for Meara and Milton's (2003) test; D Wrt = lexical diversity in written essays; D Spk = lexical diversity in oral interviews; Speech Rate = number of pruned syllables per minute. **p < .01
Sources of Item Difficulty
An item analysis was also conducted to investigate item difficulty, expressed as the mean score for each item across participants. The results are shown in Figure 2 . Factors other than length seem to have appropriately taxed participants' proficiencydependent ability to repeat the items and must be taken into account. For example, items 27 and 29 both have 18 syllables and thus both must be considered "long" items. Yet, the difference in their mean scores is quite large (2.76 and 1.07 respectively). In this case, considerable differences in syntactic complexity can be found: Item 27 is monoclausal (whereas item 29 contains 2 clauses) and contains fewer morphemes (9 vs. 14 morphemes for item 29). Thus, the source of difficulty for item 29 may originate in morpho-syntactic complexity rather than syllable length. Additionally, other aspects such as the interaction between phonology and syntax, as well as prosody and register may also play a role. For example, item 18, which is the second most difficult item in Figure 2 (with a mean score of 1.14), elicited a 0 score from approximately one third (10/29) of the participants. Of those learners who did attempt it, most scored 1 due, in part, to meaning changes and, in part, failure to repeat the whole stimulus. A change in meaning occurred because learners Elicited imitation as a measure of oral proficiency in L2 French (2014) Kevin McManus (kmcmanus@psu.edu) incorrectly overgeneralized the negator 'ne'; the stimulus elle ne commande que … ("she only orders") was repeated as elle ne commande pas ("she does not order"). Whilst both ne V pas and ne V que share distributional properties of negation, only ne V pas is a negative construction (Hawkins & Towell, 2010) . Item 5 also proved challenging (mean score of 1.79) because of the initial question form Qu'as-tu dit ("What did you say"), which learners tended to repeat as Qu'est-ce que tu dis ("What do you say"), a form that is arguably more familiar to instructed learners. None of the learners received a perfect repetition score of 4 on this item, in contrast to the native speakers who all scored 4 on this item and all of the other items just discussed (27, 29, and 18) .
In sum, the qualitative inspection of sources of difficulty in the EI French test provides evidence for precisely the type of differentiation that stimuli in an EI test are expected to produce, as a way to distinguish lower and higher abilities in L2 oral proficiency. Our qualitative analysis suggests that such differentiation arises from the increasing item length but also in part from specific loci for structural complexity featured in the items. 
Reliability of EI Scores
A test of internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha) was conducted and found to be quite high, α = .92, demonstrating impressive reliability by typical measurement standards. This finding is similar to the parallel versions of this EI described in Ortega et al. (1999) and Zhou and Wu (2009) , as shown in Table 3 .
Elicited imitation as a measure of oral proficiency in L2 French (2014) Kevin McManus (kmcmanus@psu.edu) Zhou and Wu (2009) It can be argued that the high reliability comes from three factors. First, a polytomous scoring system is used (from 0 to 4 per item) rather than dichotomous (0-1), allowing for considerable fine-tuning in how performances are scored, and thus creating more variability, which is good for boosting reliability in general. Second, the scoring scale also likely supports consistent scoring by raters because at least 3 of the 5 points on the scale are quite low inference: 0 = no repetition, 1 = fragments, 4 = perfect repetition of both form and meaning.
The only two score points that are more difficult to negotiate and at times engender grey areas for coding are 2 and 3 (see Appendix B). Third, by design the test includes 30 items covering a wide range of difficulties suitable for the goals of both challenging and supporting testtakers with a range of proficiencies. Namely, some of the very short first stimuli are likely to be easy for even low proficiencies and some of the longest stimuli are likely to be difficult for even high proficiencies. In addition, as we have shown in the qualitative analysis, varying linguistic challenges are posed independently of syllable length by various grammatical differences across items.
Discussion
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The results of the current study suggest that the French EI reported here is a reasonably valid and reliable measure of oral proficiency for use in SLA research. A strong positive correlation was found between the EI scores and (a) D in the oral interview, (b) endof-year university marks, and (c) speech rate on the oral picture-based narrative. The correlation of EI with D in speaking (rather than writing) performance is logical, as both tap into a similar aspect of proficiency and communication mode that demands integrative speaking and listening skills. Likewise, the university end-of-year marks in the present study were an average of major exams focusing on listening, speaking, and writing, and thus these students were assessed in their language program, to a large extent, on their ability to do listening and speaking tasks in French. A correlation between EI and speech rate on the oral picture-based narrative is expected considering the history of research in language testing demonstrating this relationship (e.g., Iwashita et al., 2008) .
Furthermore, our interpretation that this EI is a valid and reliable measure of oral proficiency receives some support from the fact that, in the current study, D does not correlate between writing and speaking (note also that the third highest correlation was found between D in speaking and speech rate in the picture-based narrative, further triangulating this interpretation). This pattern is suggestive of Hulstijn's (2011 Hulstijn's ( , 2012 idea of a BLC and a HLC, with the EI performance, the oral picture-based narrative, and the oral interview performance more clearly drawing from BLC; it may also suggest that different language use is happening in the two modes; or it may be that the mode differences are widened by genre differences between an interview and an essay. In any case, that D for speaking correlates well with EI and with speech rate serves as one source of criterion-related validity evidence for the EI; that these three scores are the highest predictors of marks is likely a good indication that EI taps into something that is close to the kind of proficiency development that we would want to predict in the instructed setting we are investigating in our main study.
Elicited imitation as a measure of oral proficiency in L2 French (2014) Kevin McManus (kmcmanus@psu.edu) The measure of vocabulary recognition, X-lex, does not correlate well with any of the other variables. This finding is most likely due to a truncated range of values; all of the learners scored more or less at the same band. This result could provide a good argument against using this lexical test measure as an indication of individual proficiency development, unless that development is investigated across major time and concomitant learning intervals.
As a reminder, the range of EI scores went from 36-97 (out of a total possible score of 120), thus spanning individual performances between 30% and 81% repetition success. This great variability is noteworthy, given that all 29 learners came from the same institutional level: the end of the second year in this university curriculum. This finding therefore makes a strong case against using mere institutional level as a measure of proficiency, a practice that remains widespread in SLA research (Callies et al., this volume; Thomas, 2006) . Where more nuanced distinctions among learners may be needed, a measure like the EI would seem to be particularly useful.
For SLA researchers working in the field of L2 French, in particular, and for those interested in crosslinguistic SLA research more generally, our item analyses uncovered interesting, possibly language-specific sources of difficulty for our French as a foreign language sample (see McManus et al., 
Conclusion
We would like to acknowledge some limitations of the current study. First, because all participants came from the same institutional level, our investigation of the predictive validity of this EI test is limited; in the future we hope to employ the EI with a much wider range of proficiencies spanning all curricular levels. Additional investigations would also look into distinct populations of learners, comparing for example heritage and non-heritage learners (see Wu, 2011, and Zhou, 2011) , school and university learners, and so on. Overall, a larger n-size and a wide range of proficiencies would be necessary to produce conclusive evidence of the validity of the French EI and of its utility as a tool for measuring L2 French proficiency for the many research purposes demanded in SLA, from recruitment, to assignment to treatments or groups, to contextualization and interpretation of any findings about L2 acquisition (Norris & Ortega, 2012) . Assuming a larger sample tapping wider-ranging proficiencies and other salient learner variables, it would be interesting to conduct a cluster analysis on the data and look for natural subgroups which could serve as examples of proficiency level or other factorial differences.
These limitations notwithstanding, the results of the present study highlight the benefits of this parallel EI version. First and foremost, the French EI seems to be a reasonably valid and reliable measure of oral proficiency, demonstrating substantial concurrent validity with lexical diversity in oral interviews, with speech rate on an oral picture-based narrative, and with end-of-year university course marks largely derived from speaking and listening performance. Second, and equally important for research use purposes, it is quick to administer and score. Third, the test itself is inexpensive; however, some kind of recording Elicited imitation as a measure of oral proficiency in L2 French (2014) Kevin McManus (kmcmanus@psu.edu) device is necessary. Free recording software is available online (e.g., Audacity) making the possession of a separate digital recorder unnecessary. Fourth, based on the present suggestive -if tentative -results, the French EI could be used in conjunction with Tremblay's (2011) French cloze test to investigate whether differences appear in assessment of learner proficiency based on mode, oral or written, type of knowledge, implicit or explicit (Ellis, 2005) , or type of competence along the BLC and HLC distinction (Hulstijn, 2011 (Hulstijn, , 2012 
